


CAHOKIA MOUNDS STATE HISTORIC SITE

Just a few miles east of St. Louis, Missouri, and across the Mississippi River, lie the remains of an ancient city—Cahokia—that rivaled the size, scale, and population of many contemporaneous medieval European cities. But this one was strikingly different in form, consisting of a series of enormous human-made earthen mounds, some topped by elaborate buildings and monuments; a complex of housing, ceremonial, and other public sites at ground level; and the remainder of the city radiating out into the hinterlands in a series of villages and agricultural lands. With a population that may have approached 20,000, this was the largest pre-Columbian settlement in the Americas north of present-day Mexico. But that population estimate could be more than doubled if one includes the mound centers of St. Louis (26 mounds) and East St. Louis (50 mounds) and scores of other surrounding communities in what archaeologists call “Greater Cahokia.”

Cahokia was strategically located along major waterways (Mississippi, Missouri, and Illinois Rivers), and this helped support trading routes as far as the Great Lakes and Gulf Coast regions. Though most of the city has melted back into the earth, many of the mounds remain, and 70 are protected in Cahokia Mounds State Historic Site. This was the center of what archaeologists call the Mississippian Culture, which extended throughout the Mississippi Valley and the southeastern United States; it began to emerge around 900 CE and thrived between 1000 and 1350 CE. The settlement covered more than six square miles and included an estimated 120 earthen mounds. Cahokia began to decline during the 13th century and was abandoned by around 1350; reasons for this decline have been postulated as environmental degradation (overhunting, deforestation, and pollution), climatic changes, lengthy droughts, diseases, political and economic disruptions, and warfare; it was likely a combination of these factors.
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Monks Mound dominated the ancient Cahokia cityscape, rising in four terraces to a height of 100 feet; this was the largest earthen structure in the New World.



Cahokia Mounds State Historic Site includes 70 mounds of three types: platform (a flat place on the top of the mound for a building or monument), ridgetop (long, narrow earthworks with a ridge running down the central axis), and conical (a conventional circular mound shape). The majority were platform mounds, but many conical and ridgetop mounds served as funerary tumuli, though most residents were buried in conventional cemeteries. There is also a reconstructed portion of a nearly two-mile palisade or stockade (with periodic bastions or guard towers) thought to be primarily a defensive structure that protected the most important ceremonial and residential portions of the city. Monks Mound, the largest earthen structure in the New World, dominated the cityscape, covering 14 acres and rising in four terraces to a height of 100 feet; a 5,000-square-foot structure (perhaps a temple or chiefly residence) on top of this platform mound extended another 50 feet in height. And an astronomical observatory called “Woodhenge” (an obvious reference to Stonehenge and Woodhenge in England) consisted of a large circle of wooden posts.

Archaeologists suggest that Cahokia was a complex and sophisticated society that included a powerful political and economic hierarchy that orchestrated mound building and communal agriculture and trade. Construction of the earthen mounds required extensive digging and transportation of an estimated 55 million cubic feet of soil, sand, and clay from the surrounding floodplains, all carried by hand in woven baskets over a period of decades. All of this work was done with wooden and stone tools. Agricultural areas grew corn, squash, and several seed-bearing crops.

The original name of the area is unknown but was given the name “Cahokia” for the Native American tribe that arrived in the area in the 17th century and that the first French explorers encountered. The Cahokia do not appear to be descendants of the Mississippians. It’s thought that Cahokia’s development coincided with the Chaco Canyon society in the American Southwest that also constructed large-scale works in an apparently socially stratified society (see the Chaco Culture World Heritage Site chapter). The inhabitants of the city left no written records other than symbols on pottery, shells, wood, and stone objects. The historic site includes 2,200 acres (about 3.5 square miles), and includes 70 of the original mounds.

Cahokia was first protected by the State of Illinois in 1925 when the legislature authorized purchase of 144 acres as a state park. Today the enlarged site includes most of the original 120 mounds. Later designation as a state historic site added another layer of protection. The area was designated a National Historic Landmark in 1964 and listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1966, adding to its reputation and protection. It was inscribed as a World Heritage Site in 1982. Cahokia Mounds State Historic Site is managed by the Illinois Department of Natural Resources and is supported by the nonprofit Cahokia Mounds Museum Society.
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This avian-themed incised sandstone tablet titled Birdman was excavated at Monks Mound in 1971.




INTERPRETIVE CENTER

Cahokia Museum and Interpretive Center is the place to begin visits. The large architect-designed building opened in 1989, winning several awards. The center orients visitors to the complexities of the site and features numerous artifacts, graphics, and re-creations of daily life and architecture at Cahokia at the height of this civilization, based on discoveries of archaeologists and historians and their interpretations. There is no charge for admission, but a donation to this world-class interpretive center is appreciated. The Cahokia Museum Society operates a gift shop that features Native American artwork, jewelry, and crafts, as well as books on Cahokia, archaeology, and American Indian culture; all proceeds go to support the site.




VISITOR ATTRACTIONS

After an orientation at the Museum and Interpretive Center, visitors should walk as much of the site as time allows. Consider visiting the following attractions.

Monks Mound towers over the site, covering 14 acres and rising in four terraces to 100 feet; the base of the mound is slightly larger than that of the Great Pyramid of Egypt and Mexico’s Pyramid of the Sun, but isn’t nearly as tall. Walk the 156 steps that lead to the top of the mound to get a sense of the scale of this human-built earth-work and for views out over the site. Note in particular the view of the St. Louis Arch, and think about the meaning attached to such iconic structures throughout the ages. Monks Mound was the largest prehistoric earthwork in the Americas and was constructed in several stages. The name “Monks Mound” is a bit of a misnomer in that it was named for the community of Trappist monks who resided in the area of Cahokia between 1809 and 1813, after European settlement of the region.
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It’s a long climb to the top of 100-foot Monks Mound.



The Grand Plaza, just south of Monks Mound, is an approximately 50-acre site that was made level by Cahokia residents in another impressive engineering project and used for large ceremonies/gatherings and ritual games.

Several “Woodhenges,” large circles defined by a series of large wooden posts, were built by the original residents. They’re thought to be “calendars” that aligned with the movement of the sun and marked equinoxes, solstices, and other celestial events. In 1985 a reconstruction of Woodhenge III was built with posts placed in the original excavated post positions. The 410-foot circle is marked by 48 posts and a central 49th observation post.
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This reconstruction of an astronomical observatory called “Woodhenge” consists of a large circle of wooden posts.






WALKING CAHOKIA

The public area of Cahokia includes 800 acres of the 2,200 acres preserved at the site, and all of this area can be explored on foot. Visitors should consider walking the grounds, including Monks Mound, Grand Plaza, and Woodhenge III, as described above. A guidebook has been developed for each of these sites, and each takes between a half hour and an hour to walk along the trails that also include interpretive signage at the site’s major features. In addition, a 5.4-mile Nature/Culture Hike leads walkers through more remote areas of the site, explaining the culture of the Mississippian people, archaeological exploration that has been conducted, and the use of native plants for food, medicine, dyes, and fibers. A guidebook for this walk is available.

A Cahokia Mounds Augmented Reality Tour allows visitors to use their smartphones/tablets to visualize the settlement a thousand years ago, including its ancient buildings, people, and period landscapes, from the top of Monks Mound and other key points.




SPECIAL PROGRAMS

In addition to the elaborate exhibits and collections at the Museum and Interpretive Center, guided tours and personal interpretive programs are available seasonably and by appointment (though there is no charge, a donation is appreciated). Tours focus on the Grand Plaza and Monks Mound.
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Round Top Mound is one of 70 earthen mounds found at this World Heritage Site.






LOGISTICS

Cahokia Mounds State Historic Site is located eight miles northeast of St. Louis, Missouri, in the town of Collinsville, Illinois (30 Ramey St., Collinsville, IL 622344). There are no accommodations on-site, but lodging and camping can be found in Collinsville and surrounding towns and, of course, St. Louis. Check the official website (cahokiamounds.org) for up-to-date information, including hours, events, tours, and other details, or call (618) 346-5160.









CARLSBAD CAVERNS NATIONAL PARK

The mysterious drawings on the cave walls near the cavern’s entrance suggest that Native Americans entered what is now Carlsbad Cavern more than 1,000 years ago, but it’s unlikely they explored its darkness. That was left to local cowboy Jim White, who was just 16 when he entered the cave in 1898. Local residents discounted his descriptions of the wondrous cavern he found, and few people were interested in the tours White offered to lead. Not until the US General Land Office dispatched a surveyor to the caverns in 1923 and members of the National Geographic Society toured the caverns the following year did the world begin to take notice of the immense and elaborate Carlsbad Caverns in the Guadalupe Mountains of New Mexico. In 1923 President Calvin Coolidge used the provisions of the 1906 Antiquities Act to establish Carlsbad Cave National Monument. Congress designated an expanded Carlsbad Caverns National Park in 1930, and in 1995 the park was recognized as a World Heritage Site.

Excitement over the park was driven by the size of the caverns—numerous giant subterranean chambers or “rooms” are connected by a maze of passages that measures 40 miles in total—and their extensive “decorations” and fanciful cave formations. And as it turns out, Carlsbad Cavern is only one of more than 100 caves in the park. Cave formation on this order is unusual and complicated. The origin of the caverns was a 400-mile-long reef in a great inland sea that covered what’s now southeast New Mexico and west Texas some 260 million years ago. Tectonic forces eventually lifted this limestone formation into what are now the Guadalupe Mountains. Slightly acidic rain and groundwater seeped through the limestone, dissolving it to create the caverns. This process was accelerated by sulfuric acid from large oil and gas deposits lying below the limestone formation. Over the past four to six million years, groundwater filtered through the cave roofs, carrying dissolved calcite from the limestone, and this material—drop by billions of drops—was deposited on the ceilings, floors, and walls of the caverns, creating magical and wonderful speleothems. Water from the ceilings formed stalactites and soda straws, and water falling onto the floors created stalagmites. When stalactites and stalagmites met, they formed impressive columns. Elaborate draperies were created where water ran down a slanted ceiling, and flowstone formed where water ran over the surface of a wall or floor. Small cave pearls developed as layers of calcite built up around grains of sand, lily pads made of stone formed on the surface of pools that collected in the caves, and rimstone is found where pools of water collected in the caves. Popcorn formed where water evaporated and left behind aragonite, similar to calcite but with a different crystal structure. Carlsbad is world-renowned for its number and variety of speleothems.
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A group of huge stalactites known as The Chandelier hangs from the ceiling of the Big Room of Carlsbad Caverns.



Carlsbad Cavern is home to several species of bats, the only species of mammals that fly (some other mammals glide), including several hundred thousand Brazilian free-tailed bats, and they put on quite a show when they’re in residence. Typically, bats call Carlsbad Cavern home from mid-April to early November; they migrate south to tropical areas in Mexico for the winter. During the day, the bats reside in great densities on the ceilings of Bat Cave, a location that is not accessible to visitors. But at dusk, the bats fly from the cave in great swarms to feed on insects in the nearby Pecos and Black River Valleys, where they may consume up to half their body weight in moths and other insects in a single night. Their nightly flight from the cave may take up to an hour or more for all the bats to emerge, and they return to the cave the next morning. A ranger-led program on bats is held each evening, culminating in the flight of the bats, and it all makes great theater.

The bats use a well-developed process of echolocation to find their prey (and avoid other objects), emitting ultra-high frequency sounds that are reflected back to guide their flight. During the day, the cave serves the important function of a maternity roost. Females typically give birth to one pup in June and rely on the darkness of the cave and its location away from predators and other disturbances for safety. Pups cling to their mothers or the ceiling for four to five weeks before they’re ready to fly. As many as 300 bats may crowd into one square foot of ceiling space, which raises the question of how mothers find their pups when they return from the hunt. Scientists think mothers can remember a pup’s location, scent, and the sound of its cry.

Before Carlsbad Cavern was widely recognized for its scientific and tourism values, it was “mined” for its extensive bat guano deposits; mining occurred in Carlsbad Cavern in the early 1900s and in other park caves until 1957. The guano was gathered and lifted 170 feet out of the cave before being packed in gunnysacks and sold to citrus growers in California. Jim White participated in this venture. However, the business ultimately failed, and White went back to exploring the caverns and leading trips. Shortly after the area became a national monument, White was appointed its first chief ranger. Exploration continues in the park and is yielding sometimes astonishing finds. For example, Lechuguilla Cave was discovered in 1986; it extends more than 150 miles (several times the length of Carlsbad). Given the pristine and fragile nature of this area, Lechuguilla Cave is open only to scientific exploration.
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Giant and Twin Domes: Giant Dome is a column because it connects the floor and the ceiling, but the nearly identical Twin Domes are stalagmites because they don’t quite reach the ceiling (at least not yet!).




VISITOR ATTRACTIONS

Carlsbad Caverns has a well-deserved reputation for its huge subterranean “rooms,” an extensive system of passageways that connect them, and elaborate and fanciful cave formations. Self-guided and ranger-led tours are available, as are “wild cave” tours for the more adventurous.

The many impressive rooms contained in the caverns, the number and variety of cave “decorations,” and the passageways that connect these features make Carlsbad a world-class visitor attraction. The evening flight of the bats exiting the caves (described in more detail below) is a true phenomenon of nature. And don’t overlook the beauty and curiosity of the vast Chihuahuan Desert lands that overlay the park.




VISITOR CENTER

The park visitor center is located at the end of the seven-mile entrance road that turns off NM 62 and NM 180. This excellent facility includes hands-on exhibits that explain the formation of the cavern and the natural and cultural history of the park. A 16-minute film, Hidden World, is shown at frequent intervals. The visitor center includes a small restaurant that features local foods and a bookstore and gift shop (sales from this Western National Parks Association bookstore help support park research and management).




DRIVING TOURS

The seven-mile park entrance road is a pleasant drive with nice views of the surrounding landscape and opportunities to see park wild-life. But the 9.5-mile Walnut Canyon Desert Drive is a purpose-built scenic drive with 18 signed stations where visitors can learn more about the large and interesting Chihuahuan Desert portion of the park. This is a one-way loop off the main park road; the gravel surface is generally suitable for passenger cars, but larger vehicles are not recommended. Get a copy of the free interpretive brochure at the visitor center.




HIKING PARK TRAILS

All visitors will want to walk through the major portions of the caverns that are accessible to visitors—about three miles—and these tours are briefly described below. But there are other options as well, including other caves in the park and a network of 50 miles of interesting trails on the extensive surface of the park above the caves.
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A set of steep switchbacks descends into the natural entrance of Carlsbad Caverns.





Big Room Route/Natural Entrance Route/King’s Palace Tour

There are three basic options for touring the attractions of Carlsbad Caverns. The Big Room Route is a 1.25-mile self-guided tour of the huge, 8.7-acre Big Room, the most famous portion of the park. Here you’ll see features such as the Bottomless Pit, Giant Dome, Rock of Ages, and Painted Grotto. This area can be reached by an elevator and is partially wheelchair accessible. An informative audio guide is available from the bookstore in the visitor center. The Natural Entrance Route eschews the elevator and descends 750 feet along a 1.25-mile paved trail to the Big Room. Highlights of this route include Bat Cave (which may not be entered), Devil’s Spring, Green Lake Overlook, and the Boneyard. King’s Palace Tour is a one-mile, 90-minute ranger-guided walk through four highly decorated, scenic chambers. At one point the ranger turns off all lights for a sense of the true blackness of the cave environment, a highlight of the tour!
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Visitors can explore Carlsbad Caverns on several ranger-guided tours.






Slaughter Canyon Cave

This is a “wild” cave in a different location in the park where there are no paved walkways or electricity; only headlamps light the way! This is a 5.5-hour ranger-guided adventure that roughly simulates the conditions under which caves were originally explored, and illustrates how this process continues even today. Sturdy walking shoes are required as well as drinking water. Participants in this adventure gather at the visitor center, where they are fitted with helmets (with lights) and gloves. All participants then drive to more remote Slaughter Canyon (named for an early rancher in the area) and climb a strenuous half-mile trail to reach the cave entrance. Rangers guide visitors through the cave and its expansive rooms and features. Walking can be slippery; fixed ropes offer welcome assistance in a few places.
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The 1.25-mile Natural Entrance Route Trail showcases the route early explorers would have taken to reach the Big Room of Carlsbad Caverns.






Rattlesnake Canyon Trail

Yes, the main attractions at Carlsbad are underground, but the park includes a large surface area that offers a range of hiking opportunities. There’s something intriguing about walking in the park, knowing there’s a labyrinth of world-class caverns just below your feet. The hike in Rattlesnake Canyon is a favorite; it departs from the Walnut Canyon Desert Drive (described above); this little-visited, shallow canyon features a diversity of Chihuahuan Desert plants and animals (as the name suggests, there are rattlesnakes; you’re unlikely to see any, but always look where you’re placing your feet and hands). This is a seven-mile out-and-back hike (of course you can turn around at any time), or you can link to other trails to make it a shorter or longer loop. The trail quickly drops into the canyon and then alternates between stretches of conventional trail and the bottom of the wash, which is marked with cairns. At about 1.5 miles, the trail divides. The trail to the left continues in Rattlesnake Canyon to the park boundary, where you must turn around. The trail to the right heads up North Rattlesnake Canyon (where you’ll find the remains of early 1900s Stone Ranch) and then intersects the Guadalupe Ridge Trail. Turn right here and follow this trail through pretty Walnut Canyon (look for cairns where the trail is faint) back to the Scenic Loop Road. Note: The junction with the Loop Road is about a mile farther along the loop than where you started, so you must walk back to where you parked your car.






SPECIAL PROGRAMS

The park offers a variety of ranger-guided hikes, most of them tours of the caverns (the tour of Slaughter Canyon Cave, described above, is one of the most adventurous). Take advantage of these tours as your time permits. However, a marquee program is the nightly Bat Flight Program. As dusk approaches, visitors gather at the Bat Flight Amphitheater (near the visitor center) for an interpretive program on the bats that have occupied the caverns for centuries. The program’s crescendo is the flight of thousands of bats as they fly out of the cavern to feed for the night in surrounding areas, an unforgettable sight. The bats are only in residence in the cavern from late May through October (they relocate to warmer Mexico during the colder months). Like all national parks, Carlsbad offers the popular Junior Ranger Program.




LOGISTICS

The park is open year-round, although winters can be cold and snowy and summers can be hot. Timed entry tickets for Carlsbad Cavern are strongly recommended and are available online at recreation.gov and by calling (877) 444-6777. There is no campground or other lodging in the park (other than back-country camping, which requires a permit). There’s a commercial campground just outside the park, and more visitor facilities and services are available in the town of Carlsbad, about 20 miles from the park entrance. The temperature in the caves is a relatively constant 56 degrees Fahrenheit, so bring a jacket, and wear sturdy nonskid shoes. Cave formations are much more delicate than they might appear, and you are not allowed to touch them; they are easily damaged, and oils from the skin permanently discolor the rock. Photography is generally allowed, although you may not step off the paved trails for this or any other purpose. A limited-service cafeteria is located near the Big Room of Carlsbad Cavern, and there’s a surprisingly good cafeteria in the visitor center. Check for the most up-to-date information at the park’s official website: nps.gov/cave.









CHACO CULTURE

Astonishing archaeological evidence documents the presence of Native American people in a vast region of the southwestern United States for more than 2,000 years. Centered in Chaco Canyon in northwestern New Mexico, but radiating out into the surrounding four corners region, the Chaco Culture people established a network of residential and other sites that include highly organized, multistory “great houses” featuring hundreds of rooms and ceremonial areas and an elaborate system of carefully engineered and constructed roads that connected these culturally important sites. Many of the roads that were built are still discernible. This collection of archaeological sites is dispersed over three administrative areas: Chaco Culture National Historical Park, Aztec Ruins National Monument (both administered by the US National Park Service), and five remote sites on lands managed by the US Bureau of Land Management.


[image: fig_26_1.jpg]
Pueblo Bonito as seen from the surrounding mesa tops



Chaco Culture was a vast pre-Columbian civilization that existed from the mid-9th to early 13th century, reaching its zenith between about 1020 and 1110. The archaeological places preserved in this World Heritage Site are the centers of this advanced civilization—the iconic remains of residential, ceremonial, and political life, as well as trade routes throughout this large geographic region.

Chaco Canyon proper, the heart of Chaco Culture National Historical Park, is the cultural center of the Chacoan civilization that flourished a thousand years ago. Chaco Canyon National Monument was established in 1907 by President Theodore Roosevelt, reestablished as Chaco Culture National Historical Park in 1980, and inscribed as a World Heritage Site in 1987. Aztec Ruins National Monument was established in 1923 and is part of the World Heritage Site.

Much of Chaco Cultural World Heritage Site is high-desert land featuring sagebrush and many species of cactus, along with scattered forests of piñon pines and junipers and occasional riparian areas that feature scarce water and associated forests of cottonwoods and willows. This land supports a variety of animals, including mule deer, elk, pronghorn, bobcats, badgers, foxes, and large “towns” of prairie dogs. Notable birds include roadrunners, hawks, owls, and ravens. This arid high-desert landscape is wild and starkly beautiful.
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The south wall of Pueblo del Arroyo



The Chacoan people were intimately aware of the natural environment in which they lived, including the night sky and associated seasonal cycles. Resulting insights helped guide the timing of agricultural practices and ceremonial events. Evidence suggests that great houses and ritualistic kivas were sited and oriented in ways that reflected the placement and movement of the sun, moon, and other celestial bodies. Interpretive programming at Chaco Culture National Historical Park (described below) addresses the importance of the night sky during Chacoan times, as well as the present.


VISITOR ATTRACTIONS

Primary visitor attractions are spread over Chaco Culture National Historical Park and Aztec Ruins National Monument. At the former, several important dwelling sites are readily accessible. Pueblo Bonito, the most iconic site in the park, is located 4.5 miles from the visitor center on the Canyon Loop Drive. This exceptionally large “great house” included some 800 rooms along with two great kivas (ceremonial sites), dozens of smaller ones, and a large central plaza. The site occupies three acres and rises to five stories in places. The 0.6-mile (round-trip) trail to and through this site climbs several short but steep rises. Una Vida is another Chacoan great house—a large, multistory structure. However, it has been preserved in its natural state with virtually no excavation and/or repairs, appearing much as it was discovered in recent time. A one-mile round-trip trail through the site, including associated petroglyphs, begins at the park’s visitor center; the trail can be rocky and steep in places. Hung Pavi is another unexcavated Chacoan great house containing approximately 150 rooms, a great kiva, and an enclosed plaza. Most of the site is covered in a protective layer of windblown sand and native vegetation and is accessible via a quarter-mile round-trip trail that starts two miles from the visitor center on the Canyon Loop Drive.

Chetro Ketl is the second-largest great house, covering more than three acres; it’s located 4.5 miles from the visitor center on the Canyon Loop Drive and is accessed by a half-mile round-trip trail that includes a few short steep sections. Casa Rinconada and Small Villages is located six miles from the visitor center on the Canyon Loop Drive and is representative of the smaller and more typical villages that existed in association with the great houses. The trail that accesses the site is a half mile (round-trip) and climbs a few short steep sections. Pueblo del Arroyo is located 5.5 miles from the visitor center on the Canyon Loop Drive and is typical of great house structures. The site is accessed by a quarter-mile round-trip trail that is steep in a few short stretches. Trail guides for all these sites are available at the visitor center. If you plan to visit both Pueblo Bonito and Chetro Ketl, consider walking the quarter-mile Petroglyph Trail that connects them. Look carefully along the cliff face between these sites where you can see petroglyphs high on the cliff (binoculars will help you see the petroglyphs more readily).

Chaco Canyon National Historical Park includes other dwelling sites that are located beyond Chaco Canyon proper. These sites are sometimes referred to “outliers.” Check at the visitor center for the locations of these sites and if they’re open to the public. These outliers extend well beyond the park into other parks and protected areas throughout the vast four corners region and are clear evidence of the geographical extent of the Chaco Culture. Examples include Aztec Ruins National Monument (part of the World Heritage Site; see below), Canyon de Chelly National Monument (Arizona), Mesa Verde National Park (Colorado), Chimney Rock National Monument (Colorado), and Edge of the Cedars State Park (Utah).
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This spiral petroglyph is a type of rock art found throughout Chaco Culture World Heritage Site.



Aztec Ruins National Monument is much smaller than Chaco Culture National Historical Park and is just north of Aztec, New Mexico. It’s also part of Chaco Culture World Heritage Site. The primary attraction is the large great house that began as a satellite city of Chaco Canyon. This site was the social, economic, and political center of the Chaco cultural region after the settlements in Chaco Canyon eventually declined. The site includes a great house that exhibits skillful stone masonry, well-preserved wood roofing, and original mortar in some walls; visitors are allowed to enter the ceremonial great kiva. The short Aztec West Self-Guided Trail leads visitors to and through the great house.
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Like most pueblos at Chaco Culture National Historical Park, Chetro Ketl includes a great kiva.






VISITOR CENTERS

Two visitor centers help orient and guide visitors to this World Heritage Site, one at Chaco Culture National Historical Park and one at Aztec Ruins National Monument. The visitor center at Chaco offers educational displays about the park’s cultural and natural history, and access to rangers and volunteers who can answer questions and help plan visits to the park. It also includes a museum with exhibits on Ancestral Pueblo daily life, an orientation film, and a small bookstore.

The visitor center at Aztec Ruins is locally known as “Earl’s House” because the building began as the home of pioneering archaeolo-gist Earl Morris. The visitor center provides an orientation to the park and an informative video that offers diverse perspectives from Pueblo people, Navajo tribal members, and archaeologists. Pick up a trail guide to and through the great house and see 900-year-old artifacts in the park’s museum.




SCENIC DRIVES

Chaco Culture National Historical Park offers the nine-mile Canyon Loop Drive that begins at the visitor center. This narrow paved road is easily passable by passenger cars and can be traveled by bicycle as well. The road accesses five major Chacoan sites, including iconic Pueblo Bonito; short trails take visitors to each of these sites. Though the road is only nine miles, stops at each of these attraction sites will take a day or more and are a highlight of a visit to the park.




WALKING PARK TRAILS

In addition to the short trails to Chaco’s major attraction sites, there are four back-country hiking trails at Chaco Culture National Historical Park. The Wijiji Trail is three miles round-trip and leads to a later-period Chacoan great house that exhibits exceptional symmetry and uniform masonry, probably because it was constructed all at once rather than over several time periods, like most other great houses. The South Mesa Trail is an approximately four-mile loop trail leaving from the Casa Rinconada Trailhead. The popular Pueblo Alto Trail is a 5.5-mile loop that features a striking mesa-top aerial view of Pueblo Bonito. The Penasco Blanco Trail is the longest backcountry hike at 7.5 miles round-trip. All of these trails offer sweeping views of the mesa tops and the impressive road network that was such an important part of the Chaco cultural system. Hikers must sign in at the trailhead self-registration stations to access these trails; it’s advisable to talk to rangers at the visitor center before embarking on any of these hikes. A trail guide booklet for all these trails is available at the visitor center bookstore.

Aztec Ruins National Monument offers two trails in addition to the one to and through the great house (described above). The short Heritage Garden and Native Plant Walk features crops traditionally grown in prehistoric times, including corn, beans, squash, sunflowers, and gourds, as well as other wild plants Chacoan residents relied on for thousands of years. A 1.5-mile section of the Old Spanish National Historic Trail leads from the park over the Animas River to the town of Aztec’s historic downtown.




SPECIAL PROGRAMS

As noted earlier, advanced astronomical observations were important to the Chaco Culture and explicitly designed into construction of great houses and several petroglyph panels. Because Chaco Culture National Historical Park is relatively isolated from urban light sources, the night sky remains relatively pristine and is featured in park programs. There’s a small observatory in the park, the subject of selected public programs; park rangers and volunteers present night sky programs, and there’s an annual Astronomy Festival in September. Sunrise programs are presented at selected great houses at the spring and autumn equinoxes and summer and winter solstices. Interpretive programs on other aspects of the park are also offered; see the “calendar” tab on the park’s website for dates, times, and locations. The National Park Service Junior Ranger Program is also offered.




LOGISTICS

Chaco Culture National Historical Park is remote and challenging to reach. The primary entrance is from the north on CR 7900, directly off US 550 at mile 112.5; follow signs to the park. This route includes 8 miles of paved road and 13 miles of rough dirt road, the last few miles of which can be very rough. From the south, take NM 57 directly off NM 9; this is a drive of 20 miles on a very rough dirt road. Neither CR 7900 nor NM 57 are passable in inclement weather, and visitors should be wary of driving RVs on these roads. It’s wise to call the park and ask for up-to-date road conditions. There is no lodging in the park, but there’s a campground that can accommodate small RVs. The closest large town with a selection of accommodations is Bloomfield, New Mexico, approximately 60 miles from the northern entrance to the park. Aztec Ruins is more accessible, just north of the town of Aztec, New Mexico. There are no lodgings in the park, but they are readily available in the town of Aztec and nearby Bloomfield. Summers in both parks can be hot and winters cold, with occasional snow; spring and fall are especially nice times to visit. The latest up-to-date information on these two parks can be found at their official websites: nps.gov/chcu, and nps.gov/azru.


[image: fig_32_1.jpg]
A time-lapse photograph shows concentric star trails above the dome of Chaco Observatory.











EVERGLADES NATIONAL PARK

In her remarkable book The Everglades: River of Grass, Marjory Stoneman Douglas wrote: “There are no other Everglades in the world. They are, they have always been, one of the unique regions of the earth, remote, never wholly known. Nothing anywhere is like them.” At more than 1.5 million acres, the park that Douglas did so much to help establish and preserve is one of the largest national parks in the continental United States, and most of the park is the grand wilderness named in her honor. Of course Douglas was right: Everglades National Park is truly unique, so much so that it was inscribed as a World Heritage Site in 1979.

This national park is significant for three reasons. First, there’s the natural history of the area, the vastness that’s a blend of the tropical and the temperate, part Caribbean and part North American. This mix of environments has led to remarkable biological diversity. Second, this was the first national park established to honor biological diversity; prior to establishment of Everglades in 1947, national parks were designed primarily to protect scenic beauty, not necessarily ecological integrity. Third, despite establishment of the national park, it remains threatened by water diversions, agricultural development, urban growth, climate change, and other issues. These ongoing threats have inspired what may be the grandest environmental restoration effort in American history. But is it enough?

The park, occupying much of the southern tip of Florida, represents only about onefifth of the original Everglades ecosystem, which continues north
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America’s Declaration of Independence was signed in aptly named Independence Hall, a World Heritage Site.
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	Espada Dam is part of the historic and extensive irrigation system that served Mission Espada.
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A group of huge stalactites known as The Chandelier hangs from the ceiling of the Big Room of Carlsbad Caverns National Park.
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The author kayaking at Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve.
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